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CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS 

Application Date:  June 30, 2016   

Applicant: Luis and Brittany DeOrbegoso, owners  

Property: 536 Harvard Street, Lot 21, Block 289, Houston Heights Subdivision. The property includes a two-
story historic 2,808 square foot former four-plex apartment building converted to a single-family 

residence in 2015 and a detached rear garage situated on a 6,600 square foot (50' x 132') interior 

lot. 

Significance: Contributing brick apartment residence, constructed circa 1935, located in the Houston Heights 
Historic District South.  

Proposal: Alteration – Revision    

The current applicants are requesting retroactive approval of multiple alterations made last year in 
violation of COA requirements and Chapter 33. The previous owner was granted a COA for a rear 
addition and two door replacements in August 2014 as part of converting the four-plex into a 
single family residence, but the final alterations exceeded the scope of approval-some of which 
were explicitly denied by HAHC in August 2014. 

In August 2014, the previous owner, Will Rallis, Olympic REI, applied for permission to: 

 Add a 576 sq ft addition to the rear of the two-story structure. 

 Replace 2 auxiliary front doors with new wood 9-lite divided windows. 

 Replace the 12-lite front door (center door) with a new single glass panel door. 

 Replace 2 existing round wood porch columns with new square columns. 

HAHC approved the rear addition and the replacement of the auxiliary doors with fixed 9-lite 
divided windows, but denied the replacement of the original center front door and porch columns, 
all of which were in good condition. 

In December 2015, staff learned that the owner had made the following unpermitted alterations: 

 Replaced the original center front door with a new paneled and leaded-beveled glass 
door (denied in August COA). 

 Installed fixed pane non-divided frosted windows instead of the approved wood 9-lite 
divided windows where auxiliary front doors were removed. 

 Encased the lower half of the historic porch columns in square brick piers (replacement of 
columns denied in August COA). 

 Covered the brick porch and steps with slate tile and added cement caps on the brick 
wing walls.  

 Removed six original wood windows – four on the north elevation (a pair and a single 
window on the first floor and a single window on the second) and two on the south 
elevation (a single window on each floor) and bricked in the openings. Glass block was 
installed in one of the former openings. 

The owner was red-tagged twice to correct the violations (second tag was issued after the owner 
removed the first tag from the property). In March 2016, the owner applied for retroactive COA 
approval of the above unauthorized changes. HAHC determined that all of the changes were 
inappropriate and denied the COA. Staff counseled the applicants to reverse the inappropriate 
work in order to come into compliance. 

On May 20, 2016, after a site visit revealed that none of the unpermitted changes had been 
reversed, the inspector posted a ‘Notice of Deficiencies’ on the house. Staff was subsequently 
contacted by new owners of the house, who are the current applicants. The previous owner sold 
them the property on April 12, 2016 without informing them of the outstanding violations.   
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The new owners are willing to replace the unapproved frosted fixed pane windows with the nine-
lite divided windows originally approved in August 2014, but do not wish to reverse any other 
portions of the unpermitted work. They are now seeking approval of all the unpermitted changes 
denied in the March 2016 COA, as well as permission to limewash the brick exterior of the house. 

In sum, the scope of work covered by this application includes: 

 Replacement of the historic front door; installation of the new leaded-beveled glass. 

 Removal of six historic wood windows on the north and south side elevations; installation 
of brick, as well as glass block, to seal the openings. 

 Retain brick piers encasing the original round porch columns. 

 Installation of slate tile over existing brick porch decking and steps.  

 Limewash the brick veneer front and side elevations. 

The applicants are willing to replace the front door should the HAHC deny the existing 
replacement door; staff finds both the existing door and the proposed replacement door to be 
inappropriate. See Attachment E in your packets.  

The applicants have submitted a timeline of events, a letter from Jeremy McFarland of Brickmoon 
Design, and their seller disclosure form (see Attachments A-C). See enclosed application 
materials and detailed project description on pp. 6-41 for further details.  

While staff understands that the current owners had no knowledge that the previously executed 
work exceeded the permitted scope of the project, the alterations are still inappropriate and do not 
meet criteria.  

Public Comment: No public comment received at this time.  

Civic Association: No comment received.  

Recommendation: Denial – does not satisfy criteria  

HAHC Action: Deferred  
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APPROVAL CRITERIA 

ALTERATIONS, REHABILITATIONS, RESTORATIONS AND ADDITIONS 

Sec. 33-241: HAHC shall issue a certificate of appropriateness for the alteration, rehabilitation, restoration or addition of 
an exterior feature of (i) any landmark, (ii) protected landmark, (iii) any building, structure or object that is part of an 
archaeological site, or (iv) contributing building in a historic district upon finding that the application satisfies the following 
criteria, as applicable: 

 S    D   NA  S - satisfies     D - does not satisfy     NA - not applicable 

       (1) The proposed activity must retain and preserve the historical character of the property; 
The partial brick encasement of the original full length columns, removal and replacement of the 
original front door, installation of slate tile on the porch and steps, removal of original windows and 
bricking in window openings, and limewashing the original brick veneer does not preserve the 
historical character of the property.    

       (2) The proposed activity must contribute to the continued availability of the property for a 
contemporary use; 

       (3) The proposed activity must recognize the building, structure, object or site as a product of its own 
time and avoid alterations that seek to create an earlier or later appearance; 
The partial brick encasement of the original full length columns, removal and replacement of the 
original door with a more contemporary door, installation of a slate tile porch floor and steps, and 
limewashing the original brick veneer does not recognize the building’s 1930s design and seeks to 
create a newer appearance that is not compatible with the building or context area.   

       (4) The proposed activity must preserve the distinguishing qualities or character of the building, 
structure, object or site and its environment; 
The partial brick encasement of the original full length columns, removal and replacement of the 
original front door, installation of slate tile on the porch and steps, removal of original windows and 
bricking in window openings, and limewashing the original brick veneer does not preserve the 
distinguishing qualities and character of the building.    

       (5) The proposed activity must maintain or replicate distinctive stylistic exterior features or examples 
of skilled craftsmanship that characterize the building, structure, object or site; 
The partial brick encasement of the original full length columns, removal and replacement of the 
original front door, installation of slate tile on the porch and steps, removal of original windows and 
bricking in window openings, and limewashing the original brick veneer does not maintain or 
replicate distinctive stylist features of the building.    

       (6) New materials to be used for any exterior feature excluding what is visible from public alleys must 
be visually compatible with, but not necessarily the same as, the materials being replaced in form, 
design, texture, dimension and scale; 

       (7) The proposed replacement of missing exterior features, if any, should be based on an accurate 
duplication of features, substantiated by available historical, physical or pictorial evidence, where 
that evidence is available, rather than on conjectural designs or the availability of different 
architectural elements from other structures; 
Removal of the original door and replacement with a new door of a different design and style, 
partially encasing the original columns, and bricking in the original window openings is not a 
duplication of features substantiated by any evidence, since the original existing material was 
either damaged or destroyed during the alteration.   

       (8) Proposed additions or alterations must be done in a manner that, if removed in the future, would 
leave unimpaired the essential form and integrity of the building, structure, object or site; 
Bricking in the original window openings alters the essential form of the building. Limewashing the 
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original brick veneer is essentially irreversible (or reversed with measures that damage the brick) 
and impairs the integrity of the building. 

       (9) The proposed design for any exterior alterations or addition must not destroy significant historical, 
architectural, archaeological or cultural material, including but not limited to siding, windows, doors 
and porch elements and must be compatible with the size, scale, material and character of the 
property and the area in which it is located; 
The partial brick encasement of the original full length columns and the removal of original 
windows and bricking in window openings destroys significant historic material.    

       (10) The proposed alteration or addition must be compatible with the massing, size, scale material and 
character of the property and the context area; and 
The partial brick encasement of the original full length columns, removal and replacement of the 
original front door, installation of slate tile on the porch and steps, removal of original windows and 
bricking in window openings, and limewashing the original brick veneer is not compatible with the 
historical character of the property and the context area.  

       (11) The distance from the property line to the front and side walls, porches, and exterior features of 
any proposed addition or alteration must be compatible with the distance to the property line of 
similar elements of existing contributing structures in the context area.  

 

While staff understands that the current owners had no knowledge that the previously executed work exceeded 
the permitted scope of the project, the changes are still inappropriate alterations to the historic house, are in 
violation of the approved COA, and do not meet criteria. Staff recommends that the applicants submit an 
application wherein the applicants establish a course of action to reverse the inappropriate alterations.  

The six original wood windows and front door that were removed without permission have been destroyed. Staff 
believes the bricked-in window openings should be reopened and salvaged windows and front door matching the 
original should be installed.   

Staff also believes the brick piers built around the columns and the slate tile on the porch floor and steps should 
be removed and the original material underneath re-exposed. The applicants argue that removing the brick piers 
and slate tile will irreversibly damage the historic material (wood and brick) underneath. While this is a possibility, 
staff feels that the inappropriate alterations do even more damage to the historic character of the house. 
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PROPERTY LOCATION  

HOUSTON HEIGHTS HISTORIC DISTRICT SOUTH 

 

N 

536 Harvard 
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INVENTORY PHOTO  
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WEST ELEVATION – FRONT FACING HARVARD STREET 

PARTIALLY APPROVED 8/28/2014 

 

 

PROPOSED (DENIED 3/24/2016) 
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NORTH SIDE ELEVATION 

PROPOSED (DENIED 3/24/2016) 

 

SOUTH SIDE ELEVATION 

PROPOSED (DENIED 3/24/2016) 
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FIRST FLOOR PLAN 

DENIED 3/24/2016 
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SECOND FLOOR PLAN 

DENIED 3/24/2016 
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  WINDOW / DOOR SCHEDULE 

DENIED 3/24/2016 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

FRONT PORCH 

ORIGINAL 

 

CURRENT 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

PORCH STEPS 

ORIGINAL 

 

CURRENT 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

NORTH ELEVATION 

ORIGINAL 

 

CURRENT 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

SOUTH ELEVATION 

ORIGINAL 

 

CURRENT 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

ORIGINAL COLUMN CONDITION 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

ORIGINAL COLUMN CONDITION 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

ORIGINAL DOOR CONDITION 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

ORIGINAL DOOR CONDITION 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

NORTH ELEVATION BRICKED IN WINDOWS (APPLIED TO REMAIN) 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

NORTH ELEVATION BRICKED IN WINDOWS (APPLIED TO REMAIN) 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

SOUTH ELEVATION BRICKED IN WINDOWS (APPLIED TO REMAIN) 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

BRICK PEDESTALS WRAPPED AROUND ORIGINAL COLUMNS (APPLIED TO REMAIN)  
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STAFF PHOTOS 

NEW FRONT DOOR (APPLIED TO REMAIN) 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

AUXILIARY DOOR OPENINGS (APPROVED TO BE REPLACED WITH 9-LITE WINDOW) 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

AUXILIARY DOOR OPENINGS (APPROVED TO BE REPLACED WITH 9-LITE WINDOW) 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

RED TAGS December 2015 
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STAFF PHOTOS 

NOTICE OF DEFICIENCIES May 2016 
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PROJECT DETAILS 

Windows/Doors: March 2016: On the north elevation, a pair of windows and a single window on the first story were 
removed and the openings bricked in.  Two rows of glass block were installed above the bricked 
in paired window location. A single window on the second story was also removed and the 
window bricked in. On the south elevation, a single window on both stories was removed and 
bricked in. The windows were destroyed. These window alterations did not appear as part of the 
application and were not indicated on the drawings. The original front door was removed, despite 
the HAHC condition that the original door was to remain. The auxiliary front doors were to be 
replaced with fixed 9-lite wood windows. The installed windows are instead fixed single pane.     

July 2016: The applicant seeks approval for the altered window pattern that was denied at the 
March 2016 HAHC meeting (see March 2016). The applicant also proposes to retain the 
unapproved front door.  

Exterior Materials: March 2016: The previous applicant partially encased the existing front columns in brick, despite 
the Commission determination that the original columns were to remain. Slate tile was installed on 
the porch floor as well as the porch steps.   

July 2016: The current applicant seeks approval for the alterations made to the columns, porch 
floor, and porch steps.  They also seek approval for limewashing the original brick veneer.  
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ATTACHMENT A 

APPLICANTS’ LETTER TO THE COMMISSION AND TIMELINE OF EVENTS 

Hello Committee and Staff, 

 

My husband and I would like to thank you for your time and consideration in allowing us to present you with the situation we 

are facing concerning our new home, 536 Harvard Street. As previously mentioned at the end of the June meeting, my 

husband and I purchased this home from the builder Will Rallis in April of this year. Shortly after our closing date, we 

received a red tag notice form the City of Houston – Code Enforcement, stating that our home was in violation for deviating 

from the approved scope of project. As the buyers of this home, we were never made aware by the builder/seller, in 

disclosures or at closing, that renovations made to the home were done without the Houston Archeological & Historical 

Commission’s approval. In fact, all we knew was that the house had recently been renovated, nothing more.  

  

This unfortunate circumstance has left my husband and I completely blindsided. My husband and I are newly married and 

this is our first home together, and having to imagine renovating our new home after we just bought it is simply devastating. 

We love our house as we bought it and cannot imagine having to change it. More concerning, we do not know how we will 

be able to come up with the means to afford these unforeseen renovations the HAHC may require. When we purchased this 

home, we budgeted for our mortgage, but did not budget for expensive renovations. While we have been advised and have 

considered suing the builder/ seller, we do not have the extra capital to hire an attorney, and the attorneys that we have 

spoken with have informed us that if recovery from the builder/seller is possible, it can take over a year or more before the 

matter gets resolved. With all of this said, any changes that will need to be made per the commission’s decision will be 

coming out of our pocket, which is essentially empty.  

  

On July 28, 2016, I will be filing a contest to request the committee and staff reconsider their decision to restore our new 

home to its prior condition. We are contesting this decision because we were completely innocent and do not believe we 

should be responsible for the builders lack of judgement when he made these alterations to the home. Further, we have 

learned after speaking with different contractors that many of the restorations/renovations that are being requested are all but 

impossible at this point given that the majority of the items to be restored have been either been trashed or severely damaged 

by the builder. 

  

If you will please take the time to look at the proposal that one of the contractors provided for us in regard to the changes that 

are being requested it would be greatly appreciated. We have also come up with a tentative timeline of events from when my 

husband and I started to look at the home to when we closed to provide further proof that we were innocent in this situation. 

In conclusion, I would respectfully request the committee to please not take forceful actions on our new home, which will 

only put my husband and I in a situation in which we will have to pay for an expensive restoration that we simply cannot 

afford.  

 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Warmly, 

 

Luis & Brittany DeOrbegoso 

 

 

Timeline of Events: 

 

February 27, 2016 - First time viewing the home.  Will Rallis (the builder and seller) was the one showing us the house 

because his sister was out of town. He mentioned the house was converted from a four-plex to a single family home. He 

pointed out all of the original features that he preserved and never once mentioned the house being red tagged. The red tag 

was removed and not visible at this showing. 

 

March 2, 2016 - We hired our family friend to assist us as our real-estate agent since this was our first time buying a home 
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and we were unaware of how the process went. 

 

March 3, 2016 - Seller disclosure was sent to our realtor. Nothing was disclosed about the property being in any type of 

violation. The document is attached. Please refer to section 5.  

Also on March 3
rd

, Sofia (Will Rallis' realtor) sent an email confirming everything was approved with the house. Screen shot 

of email is attached.  

 

March 4, 2016 - Received our pre approval letter from the bank to move forward with the house. 

 

March 9, 2016 - The first communication started with Stewart Title in regards to our Closing Transaction. 

 

March 14, 2016 - The Title Commitment was sent to all parties by Stewart Title. 

 

March 28, 2016 - We hired an inspector to look at the property. There was not a red rag on the door, nor was it mentioned by 

the seller or the inspector about the violation. 

 

April 8, 2016 - Will Rallis (Builder/Seller) requested to do a walk through together in the home. Never once was the violation 

mentioned nor was the red tag on the door. 

 

April 12, 2016 - We closed on 536 Harvard Street with absolutely nothing mentioned by the builder/seller about the violation 

with the home.  
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ATTACHMENT B 

LETTER FROM BRICKMOON DESIGN 
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ATTACHMENT C 

APPLICANT PHOTOS 
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ATTACHMENT D 

SELLER’S DISCLOSURE 
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ATTACHMENT E 

PROPOSED REPLACEMENT DOOR 

 

 


